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Conflicts In U.S. Water Development Programs 


Study Shows Need for a New Unified National Policy 


Note: This Tax Review is based on a Tax Foundation study, “Our Water 
Resources,” which traces broadly the development of Federal water resources 
programs. In pointing out the conflicting policies and lack of direction that 
underlie these programs, the Tax Foundation seeks to help inform the thinking 
citizen who has ultimate responsibility for far-reaching decisions that must 
soon be made on water resource development. 


HE long-range development of the natural resources of the United States is a vast undertaking, 
affecting all aspects of American life. As the Water Resources Policy Commission has as- 
serted: “How great a share of this investment in the future should be financed by the Federal 


government and what should be the division 
of responsibility between the many agencies 
of Federal, state, and local government, private 
groups, and individuals, are matters of proper 
concern to every citizen.” 


The sums which the Federal government has al- 
ready invested or planned to invest in future water 
resources development are a substantial factor in 
the total Federal budget and in the over-all national 
economy. The present lack of a unified national 
policy on water resources means continuing waste 
of money and effort in the pursuit of conflicting 


goals. 


Of serious implication, also, is the increasing ac- 
tivity of the Federal government in the development 
of hydroelectric power as a part of irrigation, navi- 
gation, and flood control projects. The result has 
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been the firm entrenchment of the Federal govern- 
ment in the electric power field. This needs careful 
examination. It relates closely to the over-all prob- 
lem of how directly the Federal government should 
be involved in business-type enterprises. 


Many Agencies Involved 


The Federal government’s major water resource 
activities are reclamation and irrigation, power, mul- 
tiple-purpose projects, river and harbors and navi- 
gation, and flood control. These activities involve 
the following agencies: Bureau of Reclamation, 
Corps of Engineers, Bonneville Power Administra- 
tion, Southwestern Power Administration, South- 
eastern Power Administration, Federal Power 
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Commission, Tennessee Valley Authority, Depart- 
ment of Agriculture, International Boundary and 
Water Commission. 


The government's over-all program for water re- 
sources cuts across several functional categories in 
the U.S. Budget. While the major part of the work 
is classified under natural resources, other water 
resource developments are carried out under pro- 
grams for agriculture, transportation, and communi- 
cation. Table 1, besides showing the expenditures for 
these programs during the fiscal years 1952 and 





Table 1 


FEDERAL EXPENDITURES FOR WATER RESOURCES AND 
RELATED DEVELOPMENT 


Fiscal Years 1952 and 1953 


(Millions) 
Program and Agency 1952 1953" 
I ate Bad PS a catd whip <ciny cone cee $983.3 $1,015.2 
Predominantly Single-Purpose Projects ... 302.4 300.6 
Flood Control Works ...................... 173.4 163.6 
Corps of Engineers ....................... . 159.7 154.8 
Bureau of Reclamation ................ ers, 5.7 
International Boundary and 
Water Commission ............ Boe 2.0 2.2 
Department of Agriculture ............. 1.0 9 
Irrigation and Water Conservation 
RSE RSS Cae ee Tien . 90.4 84.6 
Bureau of Reclamation ................... 86.9 78.9 
Bureau of Indian Affairs and Other. 2.8 5.3 
Department of Agriculture and Other es 4 
Navigation Facilities: 
Corps of Engineers ......................... 38.6 52.4 
Multiple-Purpose Dams and Reservoirs 
with Hydroelectric Power Facilities... 402.6 387.1 
Corps of Engineers .......................... 287.0 275.7 
Bureau of Reclamation ................... 75.4 70.0 
Tannessee Valley Authority .......... 32.2 29.8 
International Boundary and 
Water Commission .................... 8.0 11.6 
Steam-Electric Power Plants: 
Tennessee Valley Authority ................. 147.7 189.2 
Power Transmission Facilities ................. 130.6 138.3 
Bonneville Power Administration ... 50.8 54.0 
Tennessee Valley Authority ........... 42.1 45.8 
Bureau of Reclamation ................... 34.4 32.9 
Southwestern Power Administration 3.2 4.8 
Southeastern Power Administration + 8 


* As estimated in The Budget of the United States Government 
for the Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1954. 
Source: Bureau of the Budget. 
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1953, indicates the various agencies involved in 
water development activities. 


The uncoordinated growth of Federal statutes 
from the original concept of single-purpose de- 
velopment has brought about the assignment of 
responsibility for specific water uses to a variety 
of government agencies—with consequent waste and 
ineficiency. The overlapping and duplication among 
agencies with divided responsibility is apparent 
from the following summary of the dispersion of 
water resource activities among major agencies: 


Navigation—Engineers, International Boundary and 
Water Commission, TVA 


Flood control — Engineers, Agriculture Department 
(Soil Conservation Service and Forest Service), 
Reclamation Bureau, International Boundary 
and Water Commission, TVA 


Irrigation—Reclamation Bureau, Engineers, Agricul- 
ture Department 


Hydroelectric power — Interior Department (Recla- 
mation Bureau, Bonneville Power Administra- 
tion, Southwestern Power, Southeastern Power), 
Engineers, Federal Power Commission, TVA, 
International Boundary and Water Commission 


Sanitation—Engineers, International Boundary and 
Water Commission 


In recent years the attention of Congress has 
repeatedly been called to the need for new concepts 
and procedures in handling water resources develop- 
ment. A reconsideration of the Federal government's 
role in the development of the water resources of 
the country takes on added significance with the 
advent of a new national Administration. The new 
President, in his State of the Union speech on Febru- 
ary 2, 1953 said: 


“The best natural resources program for America 
will not result from exclusive dependence on 
Federal bureaucracy. It will involve a partnership 
of the states and local communities, private citi- 
zens and the Federal government, all working 
together. This combined effort will advance the 
development of the great river valleys of our na- 
tion and the power that they generate.” * * * 
“There has been much criticism, some of it ap- 
parently justified, of the confusion resulting from 
overlapping Federal activities in this entire field 
of resource-conservation. This matter is being ex- 
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haustively studied and appropriate reorganization 
s ” 

plans will be developed. 

An immediate examination of this area of govern- 
mental expenditures can create a sound basis for 
proper decisions in any forthcoming re-evaluation 
of national water resource policy. 


* * * 


Costs in Billions 


In the last 50 years, the Federal government has 
invested tremendous sums in the development of 
the nation’s water resources. Some idea of the size 
of this investment can be had from expenditures of 
just two agencies: the Bureau of Reclamation and 
the Army Corps of Engineers. From the inaugura- 
tion of Federal reclamation in 1902 through June 
30, 1953, estimated expenditures of the Bureau of 
Reclamation’s public works programs total over $2 
billion. In recent years the Bureau has been con- 
structing projects at a rate of between $200 million 
and $300 million annually. After fiscal 1954, the 
Buresu will have a reserve of $3.3 billion worth 
of projects authorized by specific legislation. 


The estimated cost of construction projects of 
the Corps of Engineers for navigation and flood 
control are as follows: 





Navigation Flood Control 
(Millions) (Millions) 
WOO 5 cciecitiissetrctearenente $4,077.0 $5,724.0 
To June 30, 1952 ...... 1,731.6 1,347.8 
Fiscal 1953 ................ 33.1 94.6 
Fiscal 1954 ................ 41.3 115.8 
Balance to Complete... 2,271.0 4,165.8 





These amounts are in addition to flood control 
expenditures by other agencies. The Soil Conserva- 
tion Service and Forest Service of the Department 
of Agriculture and the Bureau of Reclamation of 
the Department of the Interior also share responsi- 
bility for flood control activities. The Tennessee 
Valley Authority has flood control functions in its 
region, as does the International Boundary and 
Water Commission. 

* * * 

The Federal government's transition from a policy 
of relative non-interference with the natural distri- 
bution of water resources to a program of extensive 


control has occurred with a suddenness that finds 
the nation lacking policies necessary to insure en- 
gineering and economic soundness. The central fact 
revealed in any study of water resource activities 
—also recognized by the President’s Water Resources 
Policy Commission—“‘is the lack of a unified Fed- 
eral policy respecting the development, utilization, 
and conservation of water resources, including re- 
lated uses of land.” 


Notwithstanding the trend toward comprehensive 
development of river systems and their watersheds, 
water resource laws contain repeated instances of 
lack of statutory coordination. Differing legislative 
requirements vary with the type of project or the 
agency made responsible. The steps taken to permit 
construction of multiple-purpose projects have not 
harmonized with the underlying bodies of law. Re- 
imbursement requirements, for example, are full 
of inconsistencies with respect to the various fea- 
tures of such projects. The following list accents 
the variations in the statutory requirements for 
different project purposes: 

Irrigation—Reimbursable without interest. 


Municipal and industrial water—Reimbursable with 
or without interest if sold directly from storage. 
Nonreimbursable if benefit accrues from mainte- 
nance of stream flow. 


Flood control—Nonreimbursable for storage projects. 
Local contributions often required for local pro- 
tective works. 


Navigation—Generally nonreimbursable. Local con- 
tributions sometimes required. 


Power—Reimbursable with interest at 3 percent. 


Sediment control—Nonreimbursable except as cost of 
sediment storage space is allotted to other major 
functions. 


Salinity and pollution control—Not usually recog- 
nized but may be included with other major 
functions. 


Fish and wildlife—Nonreimbursable. 


Recreation—Usually considered secondary and non- 
reimbursable. 


The Hoover Commissions’s proposal for an im- 
partial board of review isa concrete effort to 
counteract the tendency of construction agencies to 
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est authorization of projects based on what 


the estimates later. The various government 
“agencies preparing plans and estimates for projects 
often compete in making them as attractive as pos- 
sible to those primarily benefited. A board of review, 
objectively divorced from the interests supporting 
a proposed project, would be able to make the initial 
screening and at the same time exert a disciplinary 
effect on the agencies executing the plan over the 
years. 


; : eppetre to be a low estimated cost, and then to in- 
att ee 3 


Such a review board would bring to the Executive 
and the Congress the differences that might exist 
in proposals and plans of the various agencies. The 
importance of such a board is emphasized by the 
deficiencies in engineering and hydrologic data dis- 
closed by the Hoover Commission. In short, a review 
board of this nature would serve greatly to eliminate 
the inconsistencies that appear in the following im- 
portant steps in the development of river projects: 
(1) authorization of studies, (2) authorization of 
projects and appropriations, (3) determination of 
project feasibility, and (4) submission and review 
of project reports. The result would be adequate 
review of projects, not only from a technical point 
of view, but also in their relation to the economy 
of the country—and ultimately, uniformity of pur- 
pose and emphasis in an over-all coordinated policy. 


* * * 


Hoover Group Proposal 


One of the major points made by the Hoover 
Commission Task Force on Natural Resources in 
recommending a unified organization of water de- 
velopment agencies to permit the determination of 
policies upon a watershed basis was that, 


“In addition to unification of Federal water 
development agencies, the relation to, and partici- 
pation of, the states in water development needs 
enlargement. . . . The governments of the states 
involved not only are interested, but also, for 
some purpose, should be called upon for con- 
tribution to expenditure. Nor can too much em- 
phasis be laid upon any one of these multiple 
uses of water to the prejudice of other states. 
Moreover, state laws govern water rights. 


“Prior to 1936 the states were required to con- 
tribute to flood control, but the removal! of this 
condition in 1938 in respect to reservoir projects 
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has, in effect, imposed the whole burden on the 
Federal government and at the same time removed 
effective restraints on projects of doubtful feasi- 
bility.” 
The Hoover Commission, to bring about coordina- 
tion of state interest and the different Federal 
agencies as well, recommended a Drainage Area 
Advisory Commission, with representatives from 
each state concerned. 


A number of states, including Wyoming and Mon- 
tana, have already indicated their willingness and 
ability to assume more responsibility in dealing with 
their water resource problems. Primary consideration 
should certainly be given to the desire of state and 
local agencies to share in the cost of improvements 
and provide for their maintenance, either directly or 
through the medium of interstate compacts. 


Another important consideration when multiple- 
purpose dams are built with Federal funds is that 
the Federal government enters the field of economic 
enterprise, often supplanting or precluding private 
enterprise. As power is used increasingly to repay 
the costs of constructing large projects, the Federal 
government encroaches more and more onto the pre- 
serve of private business. 


That this situation is under review was indicated 
on May 6 by Interior Secretary McKay when he said: 
‘We believe private enterprise where possible should 
develop rivers of the nation so long as it does not 
interfere with the orderly development of natural 
resources.” This seems to be a step in the right di- 
rection. 

* *% * 

Voluminous hydrologic, engineering, and eco- 
nomic studies have been made on regions, rivers and 
localities. Nevertheless, the water resource programs 
continue with the same defects that have marked their 
conduct for years, almost by default, for lack of any 
top-level policy decisions as to (1) a proper over-all 
course of action, (2) the proper function of govern- 
ment, (3) the financing of these programs, and (4) 
a coordinated approach among Federal, state, and 
local governments and private enterprise. It is to be 
hoped that the new commissions on Federal-state 
relations and on Federal functions will give atten- 
tion and direction to the appropriate role of govern- 
ment in water resources development. 








